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(57) ABSTRACT

An adhesive dispensing system is configured to automati-
cally reduce the temperature of adhesive material to reduce
degradation of the adhesive caused by holding the adhesive
at an application temperature during periods of low through-
put. To this end, a controller of the system operates a heater
unit to maintain a unit set point temperature to heat and melt
adhesive until a set threshold time has elapsed since the most
recent supply of adhesive to the system by a fill system.
Once the time elapsed since the most recent supply of
adhesive exceeds the set threshold time, the heater unit is
reduced in temperature to reduce the temperature of adhe-
sive. This reduction is temperature is large enough to mini-
mize degradation and outgassing but small enough to enable
rapid warm-up times after a new supply of adhesive occurs.
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ADHESIVE DISPENSING SYSTEM AND
METHOD USING SMART MELT HEATER
CONTROL

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This application is a divisional of application Ser. No.
13/799,737, filed Mar. 13, 2013, which is a non-provisional
of Application Ser. No. 61/718,311, filed on Oct. 25, 2012,
the disclosures of which are incorporated by reference
herein in their entirety.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention generally relates to an adhesive
dispensing system, and more particularly, to control com-
ponents and methods used with heater units that melt
adhesive in the adhesive dispensing system.

BACKGROUND

A conventional dispensing system for supplying heated
adhesive (i.e., a hot-melt adhesive dispensing system) gen-
erally includes an inlet for receiving adhesive materials in
solid or liquid form, a heater grid in communication with the
inlet for heating and/or melting the adhesive materials, an
outlet in communication with the heater grid for receiving
the heated adhesive from the heated grid, and a pump in
communication with the heater grid and the outlet for
driving and controlling the dispensation of the heated adhe-
sive through the outlet. One or more hoses may also be
connected to the outlet to direct the dispensation of heated
adhesive to adhesive dispensing guns or modules located
downstream from the pump. Furthermore, conventional dis-
pensing systems generally include a controller (e.g., a pro-
cessor and a memory) and input controls electrically con-
nected to the controller to provide a user interface with the
dispensing system. The controller is in communication with
the pump, heater grid, and/or other components of the
dispensing system, such that the controller controls the
dispensation of the heated adhesive.

Conventional hot-melt adhesive dispensing systems typi-
cally operate at ranges of temperatures sufficient to melt the
received adhesive and heat the adhesive to an elevated
application temperature prior to dispensing the heated adhe-
sive. In order to ensure that the demand for heated adhesive
from the gun(s) and module(s) is satisfied, the adhesive
dispensing systems are designed with the capability to
generate a predetermined maximum flow of molten adhe-
sive. As throughput requirements increase (e.g., up to 20
Ib/hour or more), adhesive dispensing systems have tradi-
tionally increased the size of the heater grid and the size of
the hopper and reservoir associated with the heater grid in
order to ensure that the maximum flow of molten adhesive
can be supplied.

However, large hoppers and reservoirs result in a large
amount of hot-melt adhesive being held at the elevated
application temperature within the adhesive dispensing sys-
tem. This holding of the hot-melt adhesive at the elevated
application temperature may keep the hot-melt adhesive at a
high temperature for only about 1 to 2 hours during maxi-
mum flow, but most conventional adhesive dispensing sys-
tems do not operate continuously at the maximum flow. To
this end, adhesive dispensing systems typically operate with
long periods of time where the production line is not in use
and the demand for molten adhesive is zero, or lower than
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the maximum flow. During these periods of operation, large
amounts of hot-melt adhesive may be held at the elevated
application temperature for long periods of time, which can
lead to degradation and/or charring of the adhesive, negative
effects on the bonding characteristics of the adhesive, clog-
ging of the adhesive dispensing system, and/or additional
downtime.

In order to avoid or reduce the amount of degradation
caused in the adhesive, several conventional adhesive dis-
pensing systems have included a standby mode. When
activated, the standby mode turns off the heat energy applied
by the components of the dispensing system, thereby reduc-
ing the temperature of the adhesive within the dispensing
system. The standby mode is activated based on an input
received at the controller from the gun or module, and this
input requires the provision of one or more additional wires
or cables extending from the gun or module back to the
controller. This additional wiring can be unsightly and
increases the risk of catching the wire connections onto
surrounding structures during operation of the gun or mod-
ule. Furthermore, the dispensing system generally requires a
relatively lengthy (5-30 minute) warm-up time to return the
adhesive in the dispensing system back to the elevated
application temperature after the dispensing system has been
in standby mode for a period of time. These additional
delays in warming up the system are undesirable to end
users. As a result, substantially all end users do not use the
standby mode available in conventional adhesive dispensing
systems when that standby mode is the only mechanism
provided for avoiding degradation during long periods of
inactivity of the adhesive dispensing system.

For reasons such as these, an improved hot-melt adhesive
dispensing system, including a control process for further
reducing degradation of the adhesive would be desirable.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to one embodiment of the invention, a method
of dispensing adhesive is performed with an adhesive dis-
pensing system. The method includes operating a heater unit
to maintain a unit set point temperature that is sufficient to
melt and heat the adhesive to an application temperature.
The method also includes determining that the adhesive
dispensing system requires a supply of adhesive and then
actuating a fill system to supply adhesive to the adhesive
dispensing system. Following a supply of adhesive, it is
determined whether a first set threshold time has elapsed
following the most recent actuation of the fill system. If the
first set threshold time has elapsed since this most recent
actuation, then the temperature of the heater unit is reduced
below the unit set point temperature while continuing to
operate the heater unit. This reduces the temperature at
which the adhesive is held within the adhesive dispensing
system.

In one aspect, the method also includes increasing the
temperature of the heater unit back to the unit set point
temperature when the fill system is actuated. A timer may be
reset upon this actuation of the fill system, and this timer is
used to determine whether the first set threshold time has
been exceeded since the most recent supply of adhesive. As
a result, long periods of relative inactivity or low throughput
will automatically cause a cooling of the adhesive, which
lowers the degradation rate of the adhesive and minimizes
outgassing at an adhesive/air interface within the adhesive
dispensing system.

The adhesive dispensing system may also include a
reservoir configured to receive heated adhesive from the
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heater unit, the reservoir including a heating device. In these
circumstances, the method may also include operating the
heating device to maintain a reservoir set point temperature
that maintains the temperature of adhesive within the res-
ervoir, both before and after the first set threshold time has
elapsed. As a result, the change in temperature of adhesive
at the heater unit caused by the reduction in temperature of
the heater unit is limited (such as to about 10° C.), which
enables a shorter warm-up time from this smart melt state.
To this end, the warm-up time for the heater unit may be so
short that dispensing operations proceed immediately with-
out delay when the heater unit is returned from the smart
melt state.

Alternatively, the timer may be used to determine whether
a second set threshold time has elapsed following the most
recent actuation of the fill system. When the second set
threshold time has elapsed, the temperature of the reservoir
could also be reduced while continuing to operate the
heating device, and this increases the change in temperature
of the adhesive in the adhesive dispensing system to further
reduce degradation of the adhesive. For example, the overall
temperature change of adhesive may be an additional 5° C.
in such an arrangement. The reduction of the temperature at
the reservoir may be offset in time from the reduction of
temperature at the heater unit to provide a staged reduction
in temperature of the adhesive. The reduction in temperature
at the heater unit may also be cycled periodically to pre-
emptively warm adhesive back up before a new supply of
adhesive is actuated at the fill system.

In another aspect, the smart melt mode may also be
accompanied by a standby mode in the adhesive dispensing
system. To this end, the time may also determine whether a
set standby threshold time has elapsed following the most
recent actuation of the fill system. This set standby threshold
time will typically be significantly longer than the first set
threshold time that determines when the smart melt mode is
activated. Once the set standby threshold time has elapsed,
the standby mode is activated by turning the heater unit off
to stop applying heat energy to the adhesive until the next
supply of adhesive to the adhesive dispensing system.
Therefore, the benefits of a standby mode may also be
combined with the smart melt mode to enable an improved
operation of the adhesive dispensing system controlled
based on refills or supplies of adhesive into the adhesive
dispensing system.

In another embodiment, an adhesive dispensing system
includes a heater unit adapted to heat an adhesive to an
application temperature, a level sensor for detecting a level
of' adhesive remaining for melting and heating by the heater
unit, and a fill system operative to supply the adhesive to the
heater unit. A controller is configured to actuate the fill
system to supply adhesive to the adhesive dispensing system
whenever the level sensor detects that the level of adhesive
is below a refill threshold. The controller also operates the
heater unit to maintain a unit set point temperature that is
sufficient to melt and heat the adhesive to an application
temperature. A timer is operatively coupled to the controller
and configured to track an elapsed time since the most recent
actuation of the fill system. The controller continues to
operate the heater unit while reducing the temperature of the
heater unit if the elapsed time exceeds a first set threshold
time. In this regard, a smart melt process is enabled to reduce
degradation and charring of the adhesive during periods of
low throughput from the adhesive dispensing system.
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These and other objects and advantages of the invention
will become more readily apparent during the following
detailed description taken in conjunction with the drawings
herein.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The accompanying drawings, which are incorporated in
and constitute a part of this specification, illustrate an
embodiment of the invention and, together with a general
description of the invention given above, and the detailed
description of the embodiment given below, serve to explain
the principles of the invention.

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram view of an adhesive
dispensing system according to one embodiment of the
current invention.

FIG. 2 is a cross-sectional front view of a melt subas-
sembly included in the adhesive dispensing system of FIG.
1.

FIG. 3 is a flowchart illustrating a series of operations
performed by a controller of the adhesive dispensing system
of FIG. 1, according to a first embodiment of the method
used with the adhesive dispensing system.

FIG. 4 is a time graph showing the operational states of
a fill system and a heater unit of the adhesive dispensing
system of FIG. 1 operating the series of operations of FIG.
3 during a period of high volume throughput.

FIG. 5 is a time graph showing the operational states of
the fill system and the heater unit of the adhesive dispensing
system of FIG. 1 operating the series of operations of FIG.
3 during a period of low volume throughput.

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating a series of operations
performed by a controller of the adhesive dispensing system
of FIG. 1, according to another embodiment of the method
used with the adhesive dispensing system.

FIG. 7 is a time graph showing the operational states of
a fill system, a heater unit, and a reservoir of the adhesive
dispensing system of FIG. 1 operating the series of opera-
tions of FIG. 6 during a period of high volume throughput.

FIG. 8 is a time graph showing the operational states of
a fill system, a heater unit, and a reservoir of the adhesive
dispensing system of FIG. 1 operating the series of opera-
tions of FIG. 6 during a period of low volume throughput.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating a series of operations
performed by a controller of the adhesive dispensing system
of FIG. 1, according to yet another embodiment of the
method used with the adhesive dispensing system.

FIG. 10 is a time graph showing the operational states of
a fill system and a heater unit of the adhesive dispensing
system of FIG. 1 operating the series of operations of FIG.
9.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
ILLUSTRATIVE EMBODIMENTS

Referring to FIGS. 1 and 2, an adhesive dispensing
system 10 in accordance with one embodiment of the
invention is shown. The adhesive dispensing system 10 is
configured to optimize the dispensing operation by using a
smart melt heater control process to reduce the temperature
of hot melt adhesive held within the dispensing system 10
during periods of low throughput. This reduction of tem-
perature is automatically actuated based on the frequency of
refilling a hopper 12 within the dispensing system 10,
thereby significantly reducing the rate of degradation of the
adhesive during the periods of low throughput. Moreover,
unlike a standby mode procedure which requires a lengthy
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warm-up time to return to dispensing operations, the reduc-
tion in temperature of the adhesive caused by the smart melt
heater process is tailored to enable rapid or immediate
warm-up to dispensing operations after a reduction in tem-
perature. In addition, the standby mode may still be used
after a long period of time of low throughput has elapsed, but
the smart melt heater process reduces the likelihood of
degradation for much of the time before a standby mode is
necessary, as described in further detail below. Accordingly,
degradation caused by holding hot melt adhesive at an
elevated application temperature for long periods of time is
reduced without requiring any additional wiring or actions
taken by the end user of the dispensing system 10.

Before describing the specific operation and functionality
associated with the smart melt heater control process, a brief
description of an exemplary adhesive dispensing system 10
is provided below. Although this exemplary embodiment of
the adhesive dispensing system 10 is described in some
detail to explain the structural components that may be used
to perform the advantageous smart melt heater control
process, it will be appreciated that the control process of this
invention may be used with adhesive dispensing systems
having different arrangements of components without
departing from the scope of the invention. With particular
reference to FIG. 1, an exemplary adhesive dispensing
system 10 may include a melt subassembly 14 having the
aforementioned hopper 12, a level sensor 16, a heater unit 18
receiving adhesive from the hopper 12, and a reservoir/
manifold 20 receiving adhesive from the heater unit 18. The
melt subassembly 14 also includes a pump 22 configured to
deliver heated adhesive from the reservoir/manifold 20 to a
dispenser gun 24 or module. Each of these elements of the
melt subassembly 14 is described in further detail below.
The adhesive dispensing system 10 also includes a fill
system 26 operable to deliver solid or semi-solid adhesive
material to the hopper 12 to refill the hopper 12 when the
level of adhesive material in the adhesive dispensing system
10 becomes low. Therefore, as the heater unit 18 and pump
22 operate to supply molten adhesive material to the gun 24
for dispensing onto a substrate, the hopper 12 periodically
empties and the fill system 26 periodically supplies adhesive
to refill the adhesive dispensing system 10 when this occurs.

The adhesive dispensing system 10 shown in FIG. 1 also
includes a controller 28 for operating various components of
the dispensing system 10. As shown by connection lines in
FIG. 1, the controller 28 is operatively connected to the fill
system 26, the level sensor 16, the pump 22, and heating
devices (not shown in FIG. 1) in the heater unit 18 and in the
reservoir/manifold 20. The controller 28 includes a proces-
sor and a memory (not shown), and also program code
resident in the memory and configured to be executed by the
processor. As described in further detail below, the program
code operates to monitor levels of adhesive in the hopper 12,
actuate refilling operations by the fill system 26, and control
the heat energy applied at the heater unit 18 and/or at the
reservoir/manifold 20 to reduce degradation of adhesive
material held within the melt subassembly 14. To this end,
the controller 28 includes or is connected to a timer 30
configured to measure the elapsed time since the most recent
refilling operation of the fill system 26. As a result, the
controller 28 can use the smart melt heater control process
to reduce the temperature of adhesive at the melt subassem-
bly 14 when the elapsed time since a refilling operation
exceeds a threshold time, which indicates that the dispensing
system 10 is currently operating with low throughput. This
reduction in temperature is sufficient to significantly reduce
the degradation rate of the adhesive in the melt subassembly
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14 while also being small enough to enable rapid or imme-
diate warm-up or recovery to an elevated application tem-
perature when the throughput is increased again. It will be
understood that the smart melt heater control process may be
used with other types of dispensing systems having a
different arrangement of components without departing
from the scope of this invention.

The exemplary adhesive dispensing system 10 shown
schematically in FIG. 1 is illustrated in further detail in FIG.
2. Many of the components of the adhesive dispensing
system 10 are also described in co-pending U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 13/799,622 to Clark et al., entitled
“Adhesive Dispensing Device having Optimized Reservoir
and Capacitive Level Sensor,” the disclosure of which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein in its entirety.

With reference to FIG. 2, a cyclonic separator unit 40 may
be mounted on top of the hopper 12 and is separated from
the reservoir/manifold 20 by the heater unit 18 and the
hopper 12. Thus, a generally gravity-driven flow of adhesive
is caused from the cyclonic separator unit 40 to the heater
unit 18 for melting, and then from the heater unit 18 into the
reservoir/manifold 20. The reservoir/manifold 20 includes a
reservoir 42 coupled to the heater unit 18 and a manifold 44
coupled to the reservoir 42 on an opposite side from the
heater unit 18. To this end, the manifold 44 defines a bottom
surface of the reservoir 42. Although these elements are
shown as separate elements in FIG. 2, it will be understood
that the reservoir/manifold 20 could alternatively be formed
as a unitary integral member. Moreover, the reservoir 42
may be defined by a larger melt tank, and the manifold 44
may be positioned a distance away from the reservoir 42
rather than being located adjacent to the reservoir 42 in other
embodiments. The manifold 44 of the exemplary embodi-
ment includes various conduits extending to the pump 22
(not shown in FIG. 2) and to one or more outlets leading to
the dispenser gun(s) 24. In sum, the melt subassembly 14
operates to receive solid adhesive from the fill system 26,
melt and heat the adhesive, and deliver the molten adhesive
to the dispenser gun 24.

With continued reference to FIG. 2, the cyclonic separator
unit 40 receives adhesive pellets driven by a pressurized air
flow through an inlet hose (not shown) leading to the fill
system 26. The cyclonic separator unit 40 includes a gen-
erally cylindrical pipe 52, which receives the flow of adhe-
sive pellets and air and decelerates this flow before depos-
iting the adhesive pellets into the hopper 12. The hopper 12
defines an enclosure that may be positioned adjacent to the
cyclonic separator unit 40, the enclosure including an open
bottom 70 communicating with the heater unit 18. Although
the term “hopper” is used throughout the description of this
exemplary embodiment of the adhesive dispensing system
10, it will be understood that alternative structures may be
provided for feeding the solid adhesive from the fill system
26 into the heater unit 18. In this regard, the hopper 12 may
be defined by or replaced with a receiving space or chamber
of any shape and size configured to feed the adhesive into
the heater unit 18 in other embodiments consistent with the
scope of the invention.

The level sensor 16 is provided in the hopper 12 for
monitoring the level of adhesive in the adhesive dispensing
system 10. For example, the level sensor 16 may include a
capacitive level sensor in the form of a plate element 76
mounted along one of the peripheral sidewalls 78 of the
hopper 12. The plate element 76 includes one driven elec-
trode 80, and a portion of the sidewall 78 or another sidewall
78 of the hopper 12 acts as a second (ground) electrode of
the level sensor 16. For example, the plate element 76 may
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also include a ground electrode in some embodiments. The
level sensor 16 determines the amount or level of adhesive
material in the adhesive dispensing system 10 by detecting
with the plate element 76 where the capacitance level
changes between the driven electrode 80 and ground (e.g.,
open space or air in the hopper 12 provides a different
capacitance than the adhesive material in the hopper 12).
The level sensor 16 is connected with the controller 28 and
provides information corresponding to the level of adhesive
within the adhesive dispensing system 10 to the controller
28. More specifically, the exemplary level sensor 16 shown
in FIG. 2 may operate to provide indications corresponding
to the adhesive level passing multiple threshold levels in the
hopper 12 (e.g., a first threshold level where refill will be
needed soon and a second threshold level also referred to as
a refill threshold, in which refill is requested immediately
from the fill system 26). Alternatively, the level sensor 16
may be replaced by multiple smaller level sensors (not
shown) connected to the controller 28 that each sense
whether adhesive is located at a particular level, thereby
providing similar indications as the larger level sensor 16
shown in FIG. 2. The level sensor 16 therefore enables
further refinement of the smart melt heater control process
described below by providing information to the controller
28 regarding when supply of the adhesive to the adhesive
dispensing system 10 is about to occur and when the supply
is necessary.

The heater unit 18 of the exemplary embodiment includes
a peripheral wall 88 and a plurality of partitions 90 extend-
ing across the space between the hopper 12 and the reservoir
42. In this regard, the heater unit 18 of the exemplary
embodiment is in the form of a heater grid. The heater unit
18 therefore defines a plurality of openings 92 through the
heater unit 18 and between the partitions 90 for flow of the
adhesive. It will be understood that the plurality of openings
92 may be defined by different structure than grid-like
partitions in other embodiments of the heater unit 18,
including, but not limited to, fin-like structures extending
from the peripheral wall 88, without departing from the
scope of the invention. In this regard, the “heater unit” 18
may even include a non grid-like structure for heating the
adhesive in other embodiments of the invention, as the only
necessary requirement is that the heater unit 18 provide one
or more openings 92 for flow of adhesive through the
adhesive dispensing system 10. With respect to the exem-
plary embodiments described below, the heater unit 18 may
be referred to as a heater grid normally operating at a grid
set point temperature (or a unit set point temperature), but
this use of the term grid is not intended to preclude these
alternative structures for the heater unit 18 within the scope
of the current invention.

The peripheral wall 88 is configured to receive a heating
element 96 such as a resistance heater, a tubular heater, a
heating cartridge, or another equivalent heating element,
which may be inserted or cast into the heater unit 18. The
heating element 96 receives signals from the controller 28
and applies heat energy to the heater unit 18, which is
conducted through the peripheral wall 88 and the partitions
90 (or the alternative structure for the heater unit 18 as
described above) to transfer heat energy to the adhesive
material flowing through the openings 92, as well as to the
hopper 12 and reservoir 42 via conduction. The heater unit
18 may also include one or more sensors configured to
provide operational data to the controller 28 such as the
temperature of the heater unit 18 (referred to as a grid set
point temperature in several instances below). For example,
the exemplary embodiment of the heater unit 18 includes a
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temperature sensor 98 to detect the temperature of the heater
unit 18. The temperature sensor 98 is positioned to sense the
temperature at the peripheral wall 88 and may indirectly
sense the adhesive temperature as well, although it will be
understood that the adhesive temperature tends to lag behind
the temperature changes of the heater unit 18 by a small
margin. This detected temperature may be used to control
the heat energy output by the heating element 96 of the
heater unit 18, such as during the operation of the smart melt
heater control process. It will be understood that a plurality
of additional sensors may be located within the heater unit
18 and various elements of the melt subassembly 14 for
communication with the controller 28 to monitor the accu-
rate operation of the adhesive dispensing system 10.

The reservoir 42 includes a peripheral wall 100 extending
between an open top end 102 communicating with the heater
unit 18 and an open bottom end 104 communicating with
and bounded by the manifold 44. At least one of the reservoir
42 and the manifold 44 includes a heating device 106 in the
form of a resistance heater, a tubular heater, a heating
cartridge, or another similar type of heating element inserted
or cast into position at the reservoir 42 or manifold 44 for
applying heat energy at these locations downstream of the
heater unit 18 to the adhesive. The heating device 106
receives signals from the controller 28 and applies heat
energy to the adhesive in the reservoir/manifold 20. The
reservoir 42 may also include one or more sensors config-
ured to provide operational data to the controller 28 such as
the temperature of the reservoir 42 (referred to as a reservoir
set point temperature in several instances below). For
example, the exemplary embodiment of the reservoir 42
includes a temperature sensor 108 to detect the temperature
at the peripheral wall 100 of the reservoir 42. Similar to the
temperature sensor 98 described above, the temperature
sensor 108 at the reservoir may alternatively extend like a
probe into the adhesive at the reservoir 42 in other embodi-
ments. This detected temperature may be used to control the
heat energy output by the heating device 106 in the reser-
voir/manifold 20, such as during the operation of the smart
melt heater control process.

In operation, the heater unit 18 is brought up to tempera-
ture by the heating element 96 and the reservoir/manifold 20
is brought up to temperature by the heating device 106, such
that the adhesive is heated up to the desired elevated
application temperature. The controller 28 will receive a
signal from the temperature sensors 98, 108 when the
elevated application temperature has been reached, which
indicates that the melt subassembly 14 is ready to deliver
molten adhesive. The pump 22 then operates to remove
molten adhesive material from the reservoir 42 as required
by the downstream guns 24. As the pump 22 removes
adhesive material, gravity causes at least a portion of the
remaining adhesive material to move downwardly into the
reservoir 42 from the hopper 12 and the heater unit 18. The
lowering of the level of adhesive pellets within the hopper
12 is sensed by the level sensor 16, and a signal is sent to the
controller 28 indicating that more adhesive pellets should be
delivered to the melt subassembly 14. The controller 28 then
sends a signal that actuates delivery of adhesive pellets from
the fill system 26 through the cyclonic separator unit 40 and
into the hopper 12 to refill the hopper 12. This process
continues as long as the adhesive dispensing system 10 is in
active operation.

With reference to FIG. 3, the controller 28 is also con-
figured to perform the series of operations defining the smart
melt heater control process, one embodiment of which is
shown in flowchart form in that Figure. Regardless of the
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particular structure used to form the adhesive dispensing
system 10, the controller 28 receives feedback from a level
sensor 16 and from one or more temperature sensors 98, 108
and sends actuation signals to one or more heating elements
96, 106 in order to perform the smart melt heater control
process. To this end, the controller 28 receives an indication
that the adhesive dispensing system 10 requires a refill
(block 200). For example, and as described above, the
controller 28 may receive a signal from the level sensor 16
in the hopper 12 indicating that the level of adhesive
material has dropped below some set threshold. To prevent
the hopper 12 from running completely out of adhesive and
then uncovering the heater unit 18, the controller 28 sends
a signal to actuate the fill system 26 to supply the adhesive
dispensing system 10 with adhesive (block 202). Whenever
this refilling occurs, the controller 28 also sets a variable t=0
and causes the timer 30 to begin measuring the elapsed time
t from the refilling operation (block 204). The controller 28
therefore monitors the gaps of time between each actuation
of the fill system 26. As will be readily understood, more
rapid refilling operations are indicative that the adhesive
dispensing system 10 is performing at high volume through-
put, meaning that the dispenser guns 24 are outputting
adhesive at a relatively high rate.

The controller 28 then determines whether the elapsed
time t is greater than or equal to a first set threshold time for
actuating the smart melt mode (block 206). The first set
threshold time may be automatically pre-set in the controller
28 before delivery to an end user to a specific time period
that indicates a difference between low throughput of the
dispensing system 10 and high throughput of the dispensing
system 10. In the exemplary embodiment, the first set
threshold time may be set anywhere within a range of about
5 minutes to about 60 minutes. More specifically, the first set
threshold time may be set to be about 10 minutes. If the
elapsed time does not exceed the first set threshold time, the
controller 28 operates the heater unit 18 (and more specifi-
cally, the heating element 96 of the heater unit 18) to
maintain the temperature of the heater unit 18 at a grid set
point temperature used during regular operation of the melt
subassembly 14 (block 208). In other words, unless the time
elapsed since the latest refill of adhesive exceeds the first set
threshold time, the heater unit 18 maintains a temperature at
the grid set point temperature that is sufficient to melt and
heat the adhesive to the elevated application temperature.
The controller 28 then determines whether the adhesive
dispensing system 10 requires a refill (block 210). If the
adhesive dispensing system 10 does not require a refill, the
controller 28 returns to block 206 to check again if the first
set threshold time has been exceeded. If the adhesive dis-
pensing system 10 does require a refill, then the controller 28
returns to block 200 and begins the process again for timing
the gap between fill system 26 actuations.

If, on the other hand, it is determined that the elapsed time
since the most recent refill of the adhesive dispensing system
10 does exceed the first set threshold time, the controller 28
operates in the smart melt mode by continuing to operate the
heater unit 18 while reducing the temperature of the heater
unit 18 below the grid set point temperature used during
normal operation (block 212). For example, the controller 28
may turn the desired temperature down by anywhere in the
range of about 6° C. to about 220° C. In one particular
example, the controller 28 operates the heater unit 18 to be
at a temperature 20° C. less than the grid set point tempera-
ture. As a result of the heat energy still being applied at the
reservoir/manifold 20 by the heating device 106, the adhe-
sive at the heater unit 18 and at the hopper 12 will be
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maintained at a slightly cooler temperature such as, for
example, 10° C. below the elevated application temperature
during the smart melt mode.

Test results have shown that the degradation rate of some
hot melt adhesives can be reduced by more than 50% for
each 10° C. drop in temperature, so this small change in
temperature has a substantial effect on slowing the degra-
dation of the adhesive in the melt subassembly 14. More-
over, the change in temperature in the adhesive remains
small enough to enable rapid recovery to the elevated
application temperature in the adhesive dispensing system
10 when required after a new refill of the adhesive dispens-
ing system 10. This rapid recovery ideally does not affect or
delay any dispensing operations because even in the smart
melt mode, there will still be some adhesive at the reservoir/
manifold 20 that is held at the elevated application tempera-
ture and ready for dispensing. Furthermore, the temperature
of the hot melt adhesive is advantageously reduced at the
location where an interface is formed between the adhesive
and the air in the hopper 12. In addition to the reduced
degradation rate, the reduction of temperature at the air/
adhesive interface is believed to provide less outgassing
from the adhesive within the hopper 12, thereby improving
the performance of the adhesive dispensing system 10.

Continuing from block 212 of the smart melt heater
control process, the controller 28 then checks whether the
adhesive dispensing system 10 requires a refill (block 214).
If'the adhesive dispensing system 10 does not require a refill,
the controller 28 returns to block 212 and continues in the
smart melt mode. If the adhesive dispensing system 10 does
require a refill, then the controller 28 returns to block 200
after resetting the temperature of the heater unit 18 back to
the grid set point temperature (block 216), and therefore
begins the process again for timing the gap between fill
system 26 actuations. By using the smart melt mode in the
manner indicated, the adhesive can still be delivered at the
elevated application temperature in periods of high through-
put, but the adhesive is cooled slightly to reduce or avoid
degradation during long periods between refills, such as
during periods of low throughput. In this regard, some of the
benefits of a standby mode (less degradation/charring) are
achieved in the background processing of the controller 28
without requiring a complete shutdown and long warm-up or
recovery time. In addition, no positive action must be taken
by the end user of the dispensing system 10 to operate the
smart melt mode, as it automatically actuates in the back-
ground to improve the operation of the dispensing system
10.

The beneficial operation of the adhesive dispensing sys-
tem 10 during the series of operations shown in FIG. 3 is
shown in graphical form in FIGS. 4 and 5. To this end, FIG.
4 illustrates a schematic representation of ON/OFF signals
for the fill system 26 and temperature set point levels for the
heater unit 18 during a period of high throughput, and FIG.
5 illustrates the same signals during a period of low through-
put. More specifically, in FIG. 4 the throughput of adhesive
delivered by the melt subassembly 14 is high enough to
require a refill of the hopper 12 about every 6 or 7 minutes.
Assuming that the first set threshold time for actuating the
smart melt mode is about 10 minutes, the smart melt mode
will not be used during this period of high throughput.
Therefore, the heater unit 18 remains at the grid set point
temperature throughout the time period of about 60 minutes
shown in order to keep melting and heating adhesive to the
desired elevated application temperature. Of course, the
“Grid Set Point” signal for the heater unit 18 refers only to
the amount of actuation of the heating element 96 required
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to maintain the heater unit 18 at the grid set point tempera-
ture. As discussed above, the use of the term “Grid Set
Point” is used for explanation purposes only and is not
limiting of the structure of the heater unit 18. In real
dispensing systems 10, the heating element 96 is cycled on
and off many times during this “Grid Set Point” signal and
may be active only about 50-80% of the total time in order
to maintain the heater unit 18 at the grid set point tempera-
ture. However, this state of the heater unit 18 is shown as a
constant state for the sake of simplicity.

Turning to FIG. 5, during a period of low throughput, the
adhesive dispensing system 10 may only require refill every
25-30 minutes. In such a case, and where the first set
threshold time is again about 10 minutes, the heater unit 18
remains in the “Grid Set Point” state at the grid set point
temperature whenever these refills occur and for about 10
minutes thereafter. However, as the adhesive dispensing
system 10 goes longer than 10 minutes between refills, the
smart melt mode is activated by turning the heater unit 18
down to a “Reduced Temperature” state whenever the
elapsed time from a refill exceeds the 10 minute set thresh-
old time (e.g., at time=15 minutes and time=40 minutes in
FIG. 5). As a result, the adhesive which is moving through
the melt subassembly 14 at a slower pace is not held at the
elevated application temperature for long periods of time,
thereby reducing the overall rate of degradation and charring
that may occur. As noted above, the adhesive may be
changed in temperature only about 10° C. during these
periods of inactivity by the heater unit 18 as a result of the
heat being transmitted and conducted from the heating
device 106 in the reservoir/manifold 20 up to the hopper 12,
but such a change in temperature is sufficient to significantly
reduce degradation by half or more. Therefore, the smart
melt mode enabled and automatically performed by the
smart melt heater control process reduces degradation of
adhesive during period of low throughput without any action
required on the part of the end user and without any
requirement for an expensive and maintenance-intensive
sensor located below the heater unit 18 in the melt subas-
sembly 14. The warm-up or recovery period is also mini-
mized to avoid disruptions to the operations of the adhesive
dispensing system 10.

It will be understood that the smart melt heater control
process may be modified in other embodiments. For
example, the specific set threshold time and the specific
amount that the heater unit 18 is turned down by the
controller 28 during the smart melt mode may be modified
without departing from the invention. If it becomes desired
to turn off the smart melt mode, then each of these values
(set threshold time, and change in unit temperature) could be
set to zero. In addition, more heating elements may be
provided at various locations in the adhesive dispensing
system 10, such as at the hopper 12. In embodiments with
multiple heating elements, the smart melt heater control
process may be modified by staging the reduction in tem-
perature of the multiple heating elements over time. In this
regard, if independent heating elements are provided at
multiple components of the adhesive dispensing system 10
(such as the hopper 12, the heater unit 18, and the reservoir
42), the controller 28 may turn down the set point of only the
heater unit 18 after a first set threshold time, and then the
controller 28 may turn down the set point of the heater unit
18 as well as the reservoir 42 after a second set threshold
time. As a result, the lowering of the adhesive temperature
can be staged to limit the amount of warm-up time required
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to return from the smart melt heater control process in
circumstances where the smart melt state is actuated for only
brief periods of time.

With reference to FIG. 6, the controller 28 may operate a
slightly modified series of operations defining a smart melt
mode in accordance with the example discussed above. To
this end, a staged reduction of temperature of the adhesive
in the adhesive dispensing system 10 is enabled by multiple
heating elements being located in the adhesive dispensing
system 10. The modified series of operations includes each
of steps 200 through 214 described above with reference to
the first embodiment described in FIG. 3, and these steps are
not described again in detail below. Consequently, the
method of operations for the controller 28 shown in FIG. 6
includes the determination of whether an elapsed time since
the most recent refill of the adhesive dispensing system 10
exceeds a first set threshold, and the heater unit 18 is reduced
in temperature below a grid set point temperature if the
elapsed time does exceed the first set threshold.

Continuing with the additional steps in FIG. 6, the series
of operations continues in a different manner than previously
described following the determination that the adhesive
dispensing system 10 does not require a refill at block 214.
As described above, this determination is performed after
the smart melt mode has been entered at block 212 by
reducing the heater unit temperature below a grid set point
temperature. In this embodiment, the method then continues
by determining if the elapsed time t exceeds a second set
threshold time (block 220). If the elapsed time t does not
exceed the second set threshold time, then the controller 28
returns to block 214 to determine whether the adhesive
dispensing system 10 requires refill again. If the second set
threshold time has elapsed, then the controller 28 continues
to operate the heating device 106 while reducing the tem-
perature at the reservoir 42 by turning down the heating
device 106 at the reservoir 42 below a reservoir set point
temperature (block 222). For example, the heating device
106 may be turned down 5° C. when the second set threshold
time has elapsed, and this further cools the adhesive within
the adhesive dispensing system 10. Thus, the adhesive is
cooled in a stepwise manner over longer periods of time to
enhance reduction of adhesive degradation while also con-
tinuing to limit the warm-up or recovery time as much as
possible in the smart melt mode.

After the temperature at the reservoir 42 has been
reduced, the controller 28 determines whether the adhesive
dispensing system 10 requires a new supply of adhesive
(block 224). If a refill of adhesive is not required, the
controller 28 loops back to block 224 to continue monitoring
whether the adhesive dispensing system 10 requires a refill
of adhesive. During this cycling of the controller 28, the
smart melt mode remains active with both the heater unit 18
and the reservoir 42 turned down from their respective set
points to enhance the cooling of the adhesive. Once the
controller 28 determines at block 224 that a refill of adhesive
is required, then the controller 28 returns to block 216 to set
the heater unit 18 back to the grid set point temperature (and
the reservoir 42 back to the reservoir set point temperature,
if necessary) and then to block 200 to start the process of
refilling the adhesive dispensing system 10 again. This
sequence of operations shown in FIG. 6 enhances the
benefits of the smart melt mode for the reasons described
above.

The beneficial operation of the adhesive dispensing sys-
tem 10 during the series of operations shown in FIG. 6 is
shown in graphical form in FIGS. 7 and 8. To this end, FIG.
7 illustrates a schematic representation of ON/OFF signals
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for the fill system 26 and temperature set point levels for the
heater unit 18 and reservoir 42 during a period of high
throughput, and FIG. 8 illustrates the same signals during a
period of low throughput. More specifically, in FIG. 7 the
throughput of adhesive delivered by the adhesive dispensing
system 10 is high enough to require a refill of adhesive using
the fill system 26 about every 6 or 7 minutes. Assuming that
the first set threshold time for actuating the smart melt mode
is about 10 minutes, the smart melt mode will not be used
during this period of high throughput. Therefore, the heater
unit 18 remains at the grid set point temperature and the
reservoir 42 remains at the reservoir set point temperature
throughout the time period of about 60 minutes shown, in
order to keep melting and heating adhesive to the desired
elevated application temperature. Of course, the “Grid Set
Point” signal for the heater unit 18 refers only to the amount
of actuation of the heating element 96 required to maintain
the heater unit 18 at the grid set point temperature. In real
dispensing systems 10, the heating element 96 is cycled on
and off many times during this “Grid Set Point” signal and
may be active only about 50-80% of the total time in order
to maintain the heater unit 18 at the grid set point tempera-
ture. However, this state of the heater unit 18 is shown as a
constant state for the sake of simplicity. The same logic
applies to the constant signal shown for the sake of sim-
plicity in the reservoir graph.

Turning to FIG. 8, during a period of low throughput, the
adhesive dispensing system 10 may only require refill every
25-30 minutes. In such a case, and where the first set
threshold time is about 10 minutes and the second set
threshold time is about 20 minutes, the heater unit 18
remains in the “Grid Set Point” state at the grid set point
temperature whenever these refills occur and for about 10
minutes thereafter. However, as the adhesive dispensing
system 10 goes longer than 10 minutes between refills, the
smart melt mode is activated by turning the heater unit 18
down to a “Reduced Temperature” state whenever the
elapsed time from a refill exceeds the 10 minute set thresh-
old time (e.g., at time=15 minutes and time=40 minutes in
FIG. 8). As a result, the adhesive which is moving through
the melt subassembly 14 at a slower pace is not held at the
elevated application temperature for long periods of time,
thereby reducing the overall rate of degradation and charring
that may occur. As noted above, the adhesive may be
changed in temperature only about 10° C. during these
periods of inactivity by the heater unit 18 as a result of the
heat being transmitted and conducted from the heating
device 106 in the reservoir/manifold 20, but such a change
in temperature is sufficient to significantly reduce degrada-
tion by half or more.

In this embodiment, the smart melt mode is staged so that
after twenty minutes following a refill (e.g., at time=25
minutes and t=50 minutes in FIG. 8), the reservoir 42 is
turned down from a “Reservoir Set Point” to a “Reduced
Temperature” until the next refill is actuated. Thus, over the
five minute period of time leading to the refill at t=30
minutes and the ten minute period of time leading to the
refill at t=60 minutes shown in the graph, the temperature of
the adhesive is further reduced to enhance the reduction of
degradation and charring that may occur over the longer
periods of time. However, the warm-up or recovery period
remains substantially minimized to avoid significant disrup-
tions to the operations of the adhesive dispensing system 10.
Even more degradation of the adhesive is avoided in this
embodiment, with only a minimal addition to warm-up or
recovery time. Once again, the minimized warm-up time
may not affect dispensing operations because the tempera-
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ture of some of the adhesive at the reservoir/manifold 20
may still be maintained at a high enough temperature for
dispensing immediately at the end of the smart melt mode.
Consequently, the staged reduction of temperature of the
adhesive using this embodiment of the smart melt mode is
another method of improving the use of adhesive dispensing
systems 10.

In another alternative, the controller 28 may operate the
smart melt heater control process in an adaptive manner that
anticipates and adjusts operation of the heating elements 96,
106 based upon previous operational cycles of the adhesive
dispensing system 10. To this end, the controller 28 may
monitor the average or typical period of time between refills
of the adhesive dispensing system 10 over a plurality of
emptying and refill cycles. For example, the controller 28
would determine in the high throughput scenario shown in
FIGS. 4 and 7 that the adhesive dispensing system 10 is
being refilled every six minutes, while the controller 28
would determine in the low throughput scenario shown in
FIGS. 5 and 8 that the adhesive dispensing system 10 is
being refilled about every 27 minutes. Based on this average
or typical time between recent refill actuations, the controller
28 can be programmed to anticipate the next refill actuation
before the low level signal is received from the level sensor
16, and then actuate the heating element 96 to begin reheat-
ing the adhesive to the grid set point temperature before the
refill is actuated. Although this anticipatory reheating may
not always be activated before the refill signal is generated,
the reheating should begin earlier for most dispensing/refill
cycles and any possible downtime for warming up is mini-
mized.

More generally, the controller 28 in this embodiment
would store a first threshold time X, which corresponds to
the time that must elapse following a refill before the smart
melt mode is activated, and a set preemptive rcheating
threshold time Y, which corresponds to a time that must
elapse following the activation of the smart melt mode
before the heating element 96 is turned back up to the grid
set point temperature in advance of the next refill. If the
example of FIGS. 5 and 8 with about 27 minutes between
refill actuations, the first threshold time may be 10 minutes,
for example, and the set preemptive reheating threshold time
may be 15 minutes, for example. Those values for X and Y
in this example would permit cooling of the adhesive for 15
out of every 27 minutes between refill cycles, while also
minimizing or eliminating warm-up time by beginning the
warm-up process about two minutes before the expected
refill. Of course, the variables X and Y could be modified as
the operational cycles change over time, thereby adapting to
the normal operational cycles of the adhesive dispensing
system 10 at the current time. The specific X and Y values
could be modified per the preferences of the end user as well.
The controller 28 in this embodiment effectively learns
patterns over time and adapts to the operation of the adhe-
sive dispensing system 10 to enable the smart melt heater
control process while incurring no disruption to the dispens-
ing capability of the system 10.

Alternatively, the pre-emptive warm-up of the adhesive in
the hopper 12 may be achieved without using the set
preemptive reheating threshold time Yin other embodi-
ments. More specifically, the level sensor 16 (or plurality of
level sensors) may be designed to detect the level of adhe-
sive passing multiple thresholds in the hopper 12. For
example, the level sensor 16 shown in FIG. 2 may be large
enough to provide a first indication when the level of
adhesive drops below a first level threshold a short time
before refill will be required, and a second indication when



US 9,475,083 B2

15

the level of adhesive drops below a second level threshold
(also referred to as a refill threshold) indicating a nearly
empty hopper 12. In such an arrangement, the controller 28
could activate the warm-up process whenever the heating
element 96 is turned down in the smart melt mode and the
level of adhesive is detected to drop below the first level
threshold. Then, when the level of adhesive drops below the
second level threshold, the warm-up process has already
been commenced or completed by the time that the refill is
actuated at the fill system 26. Similar to the previous
embodiment, this control process removes or reduces any
warm-up time required when ending a smart melt mode at a
refill of the hopper 12. It will also be understood that if the
second indication is not received within a threshold time of
the first indication (and the corresponding turning on and
heating of the heating element 96), the controller 28 could
actuate the smart melt mode again by turning down the
temperature at the heating element 96.

In yet another embodiment of the smart melt heater
control process, the controller 28 may be configured to cycle
the smart melt mode on and off according to a predetermined
schedule. For example, the controller 28 may be pro-
grammed to (1) initiate the smart melt mode with reduced
temperatures at the heater unit 18 after a first amount of time,
(2) set the heating element 96 back to the grid set point
temperature after a second amount of time, and (3) repeat
steps 1 and 2 until a refill is actuated, which resets the timer
for the control process. In embodiments of the adhesive
dispensing system 10 with low throughput, for example, this
modified control process would avoid longer warm-up times
while maintaining substantially all of the benefits of the
smart melt mode. Rather than let the adhesive cool signifi-
cantly over a 50 minute period of time (when the threshold
time for activating the smart melt mode is 10 minutes, for
example), the smart melt mode may be cycled on and off
every 20 minutes within that larger period of time. After 20
minutes of operating in the smart melt mode, the heating
element 96 is actuated to heat back up to the grid set point
temperature, and once that temperature is achieved, the
smart melt mode may begin again. Thus, over longer periods
of intervals between refills, the adhesive will not be cooled
to such an extent that a long warm-up time is required at the
next refill. The cycling of the smart melt mode on and off in
longer intervals maintains the benefits of the smart melt
mode while minimizing any potential warm-up time draw-
backs. In addition, the smart melt mode of this embodiment
or of the embodiments described above can be combined
with a standby mode that shuts down the heater unit 18 after
extended periods of low throughput or inactivity. A sample
series of operations mixing the smart melt mode with the
standby mode is provided in FIG. 9 below. It will be
understood that other modifications are possible without
departing from the primary scope and benefits of the smart
melt heater control process and the adhesive dispensing
system 10 of the present invention.

With reference to FIG. 9, another embodiment of a
method used with the adhesive dispensing system 10 is
shown as a series of operations. This series of operations is
similar in many ways to the others described above in FIGS.
3 and 6, but differs in multiple ways described below. The
series of operations enables both a smart melt mode and a
standby mode to be used without the necessity for signals to
be delivered back from the dispenser gun 24 to the controller
28.

The series of operations in FIG. 9 begins with the con-
troller 28 receiving an indication that the adhesive dispens-
ing system 10 requires a refill (block 300). This indication
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could be prompted by the level sensor 16 in the hopper 12
as described above. Once this refill indication is received,
the controller 28 actuates the fill system 26 to supply the
adhesive dispensing system 10 with additional adhesive
(block 302). The controller 28 then sets two time variables
T (indicating total time) and t (indicating current cycle time)
to zero and begins the timer 30 (block 304). The controller
28 determines if the current cycle time t is greater than the
first set threshold time (block 306). If the current cycle time
t has not yet exceeded the first set threshold time, then the
controller 28 determines if the adhesive dispensing system
10 requires a refill of adhesive (block 308). If such a refill
of'adhesive is required, the controller 28 returns to block 300
to begin the process by refilling the adhesive dispensing
system 10 again. If the adhesive dispensing system 10 does
not require a supply of adhesive, then the controller 28
determines if the total time T exceeds a set standby threshold
time (block 310). If the total time T does exceed the set
standby threshold time, then a standby mode is activated as
described in further detail below. If the total time T does not
exceed the set standby threshold time, then the controller 28
returns to block 306 and repeats this set of three inquiries
(blocks 306, 308, 310) until either the current cycle time t
exceeds the first set threshold time, the adhesive dispensing
system 10 requires a refill, or the total time T exceeds the set
standby threshold time.

Now assume that the controller 28 determines at block
306 that the current cycle time t does exceed the first set
threshold time. In such a circumstance, the controller 28
activates the smart melt mode by continuing to operate the
heater unit 18 while reducing the heater unit temperature
below the grid set point temperature (block 312). The
controller 28 then resets the current cycle time t to zero and
continues operation of the timer 30 (block 314). Note that
the total time T continues to run from the beginning of the
series of operations for purposes set forth in greater detail
below. The controller 28 then performs three inquiries
similar to those described above for blocks 306, 308, and
310. To this end, the controller 28 determines if the adhesive
dispensing system 10 requires a refill of adhesive (block
316). If such a refill of adhesive is required, the controller 28
returns to block 300 to begin the process by refilling the
adhesive dispensing system 10 again. If the adhesive dis-
pensing system 10 does not require a supply of adhesive,
then the controller 28 determines if the current cycle time t
is greater than the set reheating threshold time (block 318).
If the current cycle time t has not yet exceeded the set
reheating threshold time, then the controller 28 determines
if the total time T exceeds a set standby threshold time
(block 320). If the total time T does exceed the set standby
threshold time, then a standby mode is activated as described
in further detail below. If the total time T does not exceed the
set standby threshold time, then the controller 28 returns to
block 316 and repeats this set of three inquiries (blocks 316,
318, 320) until either the current cycle time t exceeds the set
reheating threshold time, the adhesive dispensing system 10
requires a refill, or the total time T exceeds the set standby
threshold time.

Now assume that the controller 28 determines at block
318 that the current cycle time t does exceed the set
reheating threshold time. In such a circumstance, the con-
troller 28 temporarily deactivates the smart melt mode by
continuing to operate the heater unit 18 while increasing the
heater unit temperature back to the grid set point tempera-
ture (block 322). The controller 28 then resets the current
cycle time t to zero and continues operation of the timer 30
(block 324). Note that the total time T continues to run from
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the beginning of the series of operations for purposes set
forth in greater detail below. The controller 28 then returns
to block 306 and repeats the three inquiries described above
for blocks 306, 308, and 310. Therefore, the controller 28
operates to repeatedly activate and deactivate a smart melt
mode over a long period of time between refill actuations so
that the adhesive in the adhesive dispensing system 10 is
cooled, but not to an extent where the warm up time would
be excessive when dispensing operations at a high through-
put begin again.

If the controller 28 ever determines that the total time T
exceeds the set standby threshold time at blocks 310 or 320,
then the controller 28 activates a standby mode by turning
off the heater unit 18 (block 326). If necessary, other heating
elements at the reservoir 42 or other locations may also be
turned off during this standby mode. The standby mode
significantly drops the temperature of the adhesive after a
long period of time between refilling cycles so that heating
energy is not wasted when the adhesive dispensing system
10 is in long periods of non-use. Consequently, the set
standby threshold time is typically much longer than the first
set threshold time and the set reheating threshold time so that
the standby mode is only activated when it is clear that the
adhesive dispensing system 10 is in a long period of inac-
tivity. Of course, the standby mode may also be programmed
to be actuated from an operator input at a manual control
button as well in other embodiments. While in the standby
mode, the controller 28 repeatedly determines if the adhe-
sive dispensing system requires a refill (block 328). Once
such a refill is necessary, then the controller 28 returns to
block 300 to begin the process again after turning the heater
unit 18 and any other turned-off heating equipment back on
(block 330). A more extended warm-up time will likely be
necessary when coming out of the standby mode, but this is
acceptable because the standby mode is not activated unless
dispensing activities have truly stopped in the adhesive
dispensing system 10. As a result of combining the smart
melt mode and the standby mode, energy and time efficiency
are maximized in all operating states of the adhesive dis-
pensing system 10.

The beneficial operation of the adhesive dispensing sys-
tem 10 during the series of operations shown in FIG. 9 is
shown in graphical form in FIG. 10. To this end, FIG. 10
illustrates a schematic representation of ON/OFF signals for
the fill system 26 and temperature set point levels for the
heater unit 18 during a period of very low throughput. For
the purposes of this example, assume that the first set
threshold time is set to 10 minutes, the set reheating thresh-
old time is also set to 10 minutes, and the set standby
threshold time is set to 45 minutes (which is unrealistically
low in most circumstances, but allows for illustration of the
standby mode in this graph). The adhesive dispensing sys-
tem 10 is operated so that refill operations by the fill system
26 occur at time t=5 minutes, 20 minutes, and 90 minutes.
As can be seen in the gap between the first two actuations of
the fill system 26, the gap of time is 15 minutes which is
longer than the first set threshold time. As a result, the smart
melt mode is activated from time t=15 minutes to time t=20
minutes, thereby reducing the adhesive temperature and
limiting any degradation of the adhesive over this period of
time. Similarly, the gap of time between the second and third
actuations of the fill system 26 is also long enough to cause
the smart melt mode to be activated.

In addition, this latter gap of time is 70 minutes, which
enables the first set threshold time of 10 minutes and the set
reheating threshold time of 10 minutes to repeatedly occur.
That leads to the smart melt mode being cycled on and off
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every 10 minutes beginning at time t=30 minutes. Once the
total time from the last refill is larger than the set standby
threshold time (at time t=65 minutes), the standby mode is
activated and the heater unit 18 is turned completely off as
shown. This standby state remains until the next refill
occurs, thereby stopping the repeated cycling of the heater
unit 18 between the grid set point temperature and the
reduced temperature below the set point. Consequently, the
degradation of the adhesive in the adhesive dispensing
system 10 is reduced, and the adhesive dispensing system 10
is effectively shut down during long periods of (presumed)
inactivity. The energy savings and adhesive life improve-
ments over a conventional system that holds the adhesive at
the same elevated set point for all 90 minutes during this
example are significant and advantageous.

While the present invention has been illustrated by a
description of several embodiments, and while those
embodiments have been described in considerable detail,
there is no intention to restrict, or in any way limit, the scope
of'the appended claims to such detail. Additional advantages
and modifications will readily appear to those skilled in the
art. Therefore, the invention in its broadest aspects is not
limited to the specific details shown and described. The
various features disclosed herein may be used in any com-
bination necessary or desired for a particular application.
Consequently, departures may be made from the details
described herein without departing from the spirit and scope
of the claims which follow.

What is claimed is:

1. An adhesive dispensing system, comprising:

a heater unit adapted to melt and heat an adhesive to an

application temperature;

a level sensor for detecting a level of adhesive remaining
for melting and heating by said heater unit;

a fill system operative to supply the adhesive to said
heater unit;

a controller configured to actuate said fill system to supply
the adhesive when said level sensor detects that the
level of adhesive is below a refill threshold, the con-
troller also configured to operate said heater unit to
maintain a unit set point temperature that is sufficient to
melt and heat the adhesive to the application tempera-
ture; and

a timer operatively coupled to said controller and config-
ured to track an elapsed time since the most recent
actuation of said fill system, such that said controller
continues to operate said heater unit while reducing the
temperature of said heater unit if the elapsed time
tracked by said timer exceeds a first set threshold time.

2. The adhesive dispensing system of claim 1, wherein
said controller is configured to reset said timer following
each actuation of said fill system, which also results in
operation of said heater unit to increase the temperature of
said heater unit back to the unit set point temperature until
the elapsed time exceeds the first set threshold time again.

3. The adhesive dispensing system of claim 1, further
comprising:

a reservoir positioned to receive melted adhesive from

said heater unit; and

a heating device configured to apply heat energy to the
melted adhesive within said reservoir, wherein said
controller is configured to operate said heating device
to maintain a reservoir set point temperature that main-
tains the adhesive at the application temperature within
said reservoir.

4. The adhesive dispensing system of claim 3, wherein

said controller operates said heating device to continue to
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maintain the reservoir set point temperature after reducing
the temperature of said heater unit, thereby minimizing a
warm-up time for the adhesive to return to the application
temperature following an actuation of said fill system to
supply adhesive to said heater unit.

5. The adhesive dispensing system of claim 3, wherein
said controller is configured to determine whether a second
set threshold time has elapsed following the most recent
actuation of said fill system, and is also configured to
continue operating said heating device while reducing the
temperature of said heating device when the second set
threshold time has clapsed, thereby providing a staged
reduction in temperature of the adhesive.

6. The adhesive dispensing system of claim 1, wherein
said level sensor is configured to provide a first indication to
said controller when the level of adhesive falls below a
threshold indicating a supply from said fill system will be
required shortly and to provide a second indication to said
controller when the level of adhesive falls below a level
requiring immediate supply from said fill system, and said
controller increases the temperature of said heater unit back
to the unit set point temperature when the first indication is
received from said level sensor to preemptively heat the
adhesive back up before the second indication is received.

7. The adhesive dispensing system of claim 1, wherein
said controller is configured to determine whether a set
standby threshold time has elapsed following the most
recent actuation of said fill system, and is configured to
activate a standby mode by turning said heater unit off to
stop applying heat energy to the adhesive during the standby
mode.
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